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THE GENDER WAGE GAP 

 
 

Yasmeen Mohiuddin 
 
 
Women’s participation in the labor force and their work pattern, their 

earnings, the female-male earnings ratio, and the occupations and industries in 
which they work are all important aspects of women’s economic status. 
Women as a group still tend to work fewer hours per week, fewer weeks per 
year, and fewer years over their life time than men; they still earn less than men 
at similar levels of educational attainment, are still concentrated in the lower-
paying occupations and industry categories, and earn less than men in every 
occupational field and industry category. In 2004, the median annual earnings 
of full-time, year-round workers in the United States were $40,798 for men and 
$31,223 for women. This means that, on average, women in the U.S earned 
only 76.5 percent of what men earned in 2004, or that the female-male earnings 
ratio was 76.5 percent1.  However, the median weekly earnings were $573 for 
women and $713 for men, and the female-male earnings ratio on this basis was 
80.4. But the weekly earnings are for wage and salary workers only, and do not 
include self-employed workers. In Tennessee, the situation is slightly worse. 
The median wages of women who worked full-time, year-round in 2002 were 
$26, 900 while men’s ft/yr median earnings were $35,800.  The female-male 
earnings ratio was 75.1 percent, giving the state a rank of 36 out of all states on 
this indicator of status. A comparison of the female-male earnings ratios across 
counties in Tennessee shows that it varies from 64.5 percent in Grundy to 82.1 
percent in Davidson2.   

 
The female-male earnings ratio has increased and the gender pay gap 

reduced significantly over the past thirty years as women have increasingly 
entered traditionally male occupations. The ratio remained more or less 
constant at 60 percent from the 1950s to late 1970s. It increased from 61 
percent to 78.5 percent between 1978 and 1999, plateaued for a few years, and 
increased to 80.4 percent in 2004. As women have made rapid gains in formal 
education and have increasingly entered the traditionally male-dominated, 
high-paying professional occupations (such as architects, chemists, computer 

                                                           
1 Institute for Women’s Policy Research (IWPR) Fact Sheet, No. C350, p.1. 
2 Tennessee Economic Council on Women, The Status of Women in Tennessee Counties, 
pp. 3-4. 



scientists and system analysts, dentists, lawyers, pharmacists, physicians and 
surgeons) and management, business, and financial occupations, the gender gap 
has narrowed because predominantly female occupations pay less. Other 
reasons are an increase in union representation in several of the traditionally 
female occupations, and the impact of the Equal Pay Act of 1963 and the Civil 
Rights Act of 1964. Despite these impressive gains, women have a long way to 
go before they achieve economic equality with men.  

 
It is of great importance to women, to the Council, and to the 

government to fully appreciate the nature of the wage gap between men and 
women. There are certain prevailing myths about the wage gap that need to be 
dispelled. On the one hand, the earnings ratio is sometimes misunderstood as 
being for men and women “doing the same work.” This is not true because if 
employers do not pay the same wages to men and women who do substantially 
equal work, involving equal skill, effort, and responsibility, and performed 
under similar conditions in the same establishment, it would be a violation the 
Equal Pay Act of 1963, and hence illegal. On the other hand, the wage gap is 
misunderstood as being largely due to differences between men and women in 
“preferences, motivations, and expectations,” and “experience, education, and 
skills.” This is not true because the earnings gap persists even for women who 
do not prefer the less demanding “mommy track” positions, who work full-
time, and have similar education and experience as men3. To fully understand 
the earnings gap between men and women, we need to examine data on men 
and women’s earnings across a more detailed and disaggregated group of 
occupations.  

 
A comparison of the distribution of men and women across more than 

200 occupations in the U.S.4 shows that women are especially concentrated in 
administrative support occupations (such as secretaries and administrative 
assistants, file clerks, bookkeeper, computer operator, customer service 
                                                           
3 According to the IWPR report on Tennessee, the female-male earnings ratio persists at 
different levels of education. It is 72.8 percent for people with less than 12th grade; 67.2 
percent for those with only high school education, 71.8 percent for those with some 
college; 62.6percent for college graduates; and 55.2 percent for those with more than 
college education (IWPR, The status of Women in Tennessee, p. 29). 
 
4 There is no published data for Tennessee that shows employment and earnings by 
detailed occupations. The Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) of the U.S. Department of 
Labor publishes two sets of data on employment and earnings. One is the median weekly 
earnings nationwide for more than three hundred detailed occupations by gender but not 
by state, and the other is “occupational employment statistics” on employment and wages 
for more than 300 (and even 800) occupations by state but not gender. 



representative, postal service clerk, reservation and transport ticket agent), and 
in service occupations (such as childcare workers, waitresses, hairdressers and 
cosmetologists, cooks and maids, and housekeeping cleaners). In 2003, 43 
percent of all employed women worked in these administrative support and 
service occupations (compared to 19 percent of men). Men are especially 
concentrated in management, business, and financial occupations (16 percent of 
all men), as well as in blue-collar occupations, both skilled and unskilled (36 
percent of all employed men).  Although women are more concentrated in the 
broad category of professional jobs (25 percent of women and 17 percent of 
men), they are more concentrated in a narrow range of occupations. In fact, 
many jobs in the professional category are either predominantly female or 
predominantly male. In 2003, women comprised more than 80 percent of 
workers in five professions: dieticians and nutritionists, preschool and 
kindergarten teachers, elementary and middle school teachers, librarians, and 
registered nurses, which tend to be low-paying compared to predominantly 
male professional occupations like engineering, where men comprise more than 
80 percent of workers. 

 
Out of a total of more than 200 occupations for which detailed data is 

available, Table I shows the 39 where overall earnings are higher than $1000 
per week ($52,000 per year). These include engineers (chemical, civil, 
mechanical, and others), physicians and surgeons, post secondary teachers, 
lawyers, managers, and computer analysts. Out of these 39 occupations, there 
are 14 where women are less than 20 percent of the workers. In most 
engineering occupations, women constitute less than 10 percent of the 
workforce. The opposite picture emerges when we consider the low-paid 
occupations. Table II shows the 26 selected occupations (out of the 200) where 
overall earnings are less $405 per week or $21,060 per year ($15,184 - 
$21,060). These include tellers, cashiers, maids, and waitresses. In 15 out of 
these 26 occupations, women comprise about two-thirds or more of the 
workforce. In 6 of these occupations - tellers, hairdressers, nursing aides, 
personal aides, childcare workers, and maids – more than 85 percent of the 
workers are female. Table III shows the occupational distribution of women 
and men, classified into three income categories: low-income (less than $500 
per week), middle-income ($501- less than $1000 per week), and high-income 
(more than $1000 per week), and Table IV shows the earnings of men and 
women in occupations that are predominantly female (80 percent female) or 
predominantly male (20 percent female). The occupations that are 
predominantly female are lower paid. Thus out of the 12 occupations where 
more than 80 percent workers are female, none are high income, and most are 
low-income occupations. On the other hand, out of the 23 occupations where 



less than 20 percent workers are female, only 4 are low income, and most are 
high-income occupations. This concentration of women in lower paying 
occupations lies at the root of their disadvantage. The second issue is that there 
is still a significant wage gap within each of the 300 detailed occupations: 
female registered nurses earn less than male registered nurses, and the same is 
true for each occupational category. The female-male earnings ratio is 0.87 for 
computer programmers, 0.81 for maids and housekeeping cleaners, and 0.52 for 
physicians and surgeons. While the wage gap for physicians may be partly 
explained by male-female differences in fields of specialization, the one 
between elementary school teachers is more difficult to explain as it involves 
similar education and no specific specialization.   

  
 It is also noteworthy that the concentration of women in a few 
occupations, known as “occupational segregation,” increases rather than 
decrease as we consider more detailed occupational classifications. Thus, 
within the physician and surgeon category, women are more concentrated in the 
relatively lower-paid specialties of pediatrics and family practice rather than the 
higher-paid specialties of gynecology and surgery. Similarly, within the post-
secondary teacher category, women are concentrated in teaching of foreign 
languages rather than economics, the latter being higher-paid. Or waitresses are 
more likely to work at less expensive restaurants and waiters at more expensive 
ones. An IWPR 1995 study found that women managers are unlikely to be top 
earners in managerial positions: only 1 percent have earnings in top 10 percent, 
only 6 percent have earnings in top 20 percent, and only 5.2 percent of the 
highest earning executives in Fortune 500 companies were women in 2002.  

 
There are several reasons for the earnings gap between men and women. 

One of the explanations, known as the “human capital theory,” argues that 
since women get less labor market experience than men, and anticipate shorter 
and more discontinuous work lives, they have less to gain from investing in 
education and training, in “human capital.” Since they have less education and 
training than men, so the argument goes, they earn less than men. Moreover, 
since they anticipate withdrawing from work eventually, they choose careers 
that would penalize them less for withdrawal, but these careers are low paying. 
As an example, women are more likely to be teachers than medical doctors. 
According to the “overcrowding model,” women’s exclusion from some jobs 
results in their excess supply in other jobs, in “female occupations,” which 
depresses earnings in the female occupations and increases it in the “male 
occupations.” Another argument is that “discrimination by employers, 
employees, or customers” reduces women’s earnings relative to men’s.  

 



These models can be tested by using statistical regression techniques to 
estimate the percentage of the wage gap that is due to differences in the 
characteristics of workers, such as education, occupation, experience, and 
number of children. The percentage that is unexplained is considered to be due 
to discrimination. Most studies have generally concluded that about 25-40 
percent of the wage gap cannot be explained by those differences between men 
and women, and so it is due to discrimination. According to Francine Blau of 
Cornell University, even if we control for male-female differences in 
educational attainment, labor force experience, race, and occupational category, 
64.4 percent of the wage gap is unexplained. Research by the U.S. General 
Accounting Office in 2003 shows that from 1983-2000, 45 percent of the wage 
gap could not be explained by the differences in human capital, industry and 
occupation, unionization, and work hours. There are basically two opinions 
among economists on controls used in regressions. Some believe that we 
should control not only for education and work experience differences, but also 
occupational and industry differences so that we compare men and women in 
same occupations, same industry, with same education and work experience. 
Others believe that we should control for education and experience, but not for 
occupations and industry because these are themselves affected by 
discrimination. The choice of an occupation or an industry is not entirely due to 
women’s personal preferences, but women face greater barriers than men in 
obtaining human capital or in entering certain occupations and industries. 
Moreover, “subtle barriers” and “socialization” steers women away from 
certain occupations.  

 
Socialization is the process by which the influence of family, friends, 

teachers, the media, and society in general shapes women’s and men’s attitudes 
and behavior, affect their self-esteem, and later labor market success. It is 
argued that different treatment of boys and girls in the classroom, different 
expectations of speech patterns, portrayal of women in media, working of the 
mentor-protégé network - all reinforce stereotypical views of appropriate 
gender roles. For example, studies have shown that boys receive a 
disproportionate share of the teacher’s attention and different treatment in terms 
of building independence and confidence. Also, women, conditioned into not 
interrupting conversations, do not participate in the same way in discussions 
and meetings, and develop speech patterns that do not reflect leadership 
qualities. Research by AAUW has shown that while the same number of boys 
and girls are interested in science and math in elementary school, more girls 
than boys drift away from these subjects beginning in sixth grade. The result 
has been that far fewer women become scientists and engineers, although the 
situation is changing. 



 
RECOMMENDATIONS 

Whether the wage gap and the lower status of women is due to 
discrimination by the employers or due to socialization, or both, there is a 
pressing need to address it in a multi-faceted way, with involvement of all the 
stake-holders. This requires action by the women themselves, employers in the 
private sector, non-profits, women’s groups, and the government. Efforts need 
to be directed in three directions: to prepare women better for receiving higher 
earnings – through education, training, and mentoring; for making the work 
place more family-friendly; and for more government involvement in enforcing 
existing legislation on equal opportunity and formulating new where needed. 
The socialization aspect points for a special need for extensive mentoring of 
girls at the school age and for awareness raising programs, both of which can 
best be accomplished through collaboration with state agencies, particularly the 
department of education. Similarly, training in non-traditional fields which are 
the ones with a lower wage gap and high earnings need to be encouraged. The 
family-friendly workplace requires better, adequate, and affordable childcare 
facilities and better policies for preventing and handling sexual harassment. 
Government efforts should include, among others, the monitoring of violations 
of Equal Pay Act and Title VII of the Civil Rights Act, as well as stronger 
poverty reduction programs. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 



 
 
 



 



 


